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The Nicaraguan army is warning civilians and foreign aid workers that flood waters from Hurricane
Mitch have carried land mines into previously safe areas along river banks, roads, and farm fields.
Since the hurricane swept over Central America (see Noticen, 11/12/98), displaced mines have killed
at least three farmers and injured eight in Nicaragua and Honduras. Governments in Guatemala,
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica have spent years mapping the location of an estimated 140,000
mines buried during the civil wars in the 1980s and early 1990s (see NotiSur, 07/14/95).
While as many as 70,000 mines have been recovered, the location of thousands of remaining antipersonnel and anti-tank ordnance is now in question as millions of tons of shifting earth have
carried the deadly explosives down mountain slopes and along riverbeds. The land-mine cleanup
program of the Organization of American States (OAS) was expected to rid the region of one of the
darker legacies of civil war by 2005, but that goal is now unrealistic.
Even in areas where specialists believe mines remained relatively stable, the mines may have shifted
within some of the mine fields. If so, new maps need to be drawn before extraction of the mines can
take place. "The information on where the mines were was accurate, but what is now inaccurate is
the current configuration of the mines," said William McDonough, a retired US Army colonel and
senior consultant to the OAS for land-mine cleanup.
Those searching for mines are also worried that detection will be hampered by the depth of mines,
which may have changed greatly. To make matters worse, a mine-removal base that had just been
built in Honduras along the Nicaraguan border was destroyed by the storm. Since the storm, the 427
technicians who would normally be locating and clearing mines are assisting in storm-relief efforts
instead.
While most of the region suffers the land-mine blight, the number of mines in Nicaragua dwarfs
that of other Central American states. Along the Nicaraguan border, Honduras has about 2,000
unrecovered mines, Costa Rica less than 1,000, and Guatemala between 5,000 and 8,000. But
Nicaragua has an estimated 73,000 mines still buried. Uncertainty about the location of mines is
hampering cleanup efforts after Hurricane Mitch. During the war, mines were used to prevent
sabotage of Nicaragua's infrastructure. Anti-personnel mines were concentrated around electric
transmission towers, electrical substations, communication stations, and antennas.
Many mines were never removed and may have been scattered by the flooding or mudslides. Efforts
in some areas to repair or replace vital communication centers destroyed by the storm have been
put on hold. Repairing as many as 50 bridges destroyed or damaged during the storm has become
perilous as areas around bridges were also heavily mined. The rivers that wiped out the bridges
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might have carried away some of the land mines, and officials are unsure how far they may have
traveled.
The OAS, with the help of US experts, is using satellites to try and track them. "It's hard to do the
repair work until emergency de- mining has been done," said McDonough. In central Nicaragua
last week, the army began searching for mines under a destroyed bridge near the town of Muy Muy
after anti-personnel mines were found poking through the mud. Not too far away in Waslala, 16year-old Bernardo Ocampo Gonzalez was killed while bathing in a river after he was bumped by a
floating anti-personnel mine that detonated. Mines are heavily concentrated along the Coco River,
which separates Honduras and Nicaragua, and along Nicaragua's southern border with Costa Rica.
The Sandinista government used mines to combat contra rebels in border areas with both
neighboring countries. Nicaraguan farmers are familiar with the small, blue anti-personnel mines
with metal sprouts on top that have been left in fields near the Honduran border. However, recently
in the Honduran town of Santa Catarina, 19 km from the border, a farmer planting watermelon in
a flooded field was unfamiliar with the wheel-rim shaped object he saw protruding from the mud.
Calixto Carranza, 34, tapped with his machete what turned out to be a displaced anti-tank mine.
Carranza was blown to pieces and a nearby 17-year-old worker was also killed. The blast broke
the leg of another worker and knocked 14 others to the ground, many injured by shrapnel. "We're
terrified to return to the fields," said 17-year-old Genaro Funez, whose jaw was broken in the blast.

President Aleman, OAS chief seek international aid
President Arnoldo Aleman is meeting with government officials to map out a new course for the
nation's mine- removal program, now five years old. The program coordinates activities with
the OAS. OAS Secretary General Cesar Gaviria is calling on the international community to aid
the region in mine removal. "It's clear that many mines we had located in one site are not there
today," said Gaviria. He added that, now that the devastation from the hurricane has put Central
America in the spotlight, it is important to ask for help with the mine problem from the international
community.
Gaviria met with President Aleman to create a system to re-evaluate mine-removal efforts. Gaviria
said the time needed to locate the mines largely depends on how much money the OAS can
secure through the Inter-American Defense Council and the European Union (EU). In addition
to the displaced mines along riverbeds and in border areas, Aleman said stretches of the PanAmerican Highway that connects Nicaragua and Honduras are also affected. "We have to establish
the location of the mines we had already found," said Aleman. "And now, regrettably, the first
evidence of their location is learned from the deaths or serious injuries of our people." [Sources: The
Washington Post, 11/15/98; Notimex, 11/15/98, 11/17/98, 11/19/98; The Associated Press, 12/03/98; La
Prensa (Nicaragua), 11/17/98, 12/05/98]
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